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while Frunzã views the Jewish elements in the thought of Buber and Levinas as a positive contribution,
Frunzã is not himself Jewish. To the contrary, Frunzã is Romanian Orthodox, and has written
extensively on the philosophical elements in the thought of that greatest of Romanian Orthodox
theologians, Dumitru Staniloae. This is an outstanding example of the intellectual openness and the
inter-ideological profundity that can now be found in Eastern Europe.
The articles of which this book is composed are fitted together loosely, held together by the
common interest in the interdisciplinary study of religion and by common cultural elements, but distinct
in their specific topics and in many cases in their methodologies. In reading them one gets an impression
of unfettered intellectual freedom, each author arguing for his or her own perspective or conclusion with
care for neither overt nor covert political consequences. While the articles and the subjects that they
address are interesting, the intellectual freedom evidenced in these articles may be as interesting as what
the articles actually say about religion. To those who have an interest in the development of Eastern
Europe, this book may be one welcome sign of the progress of intellectual freedom in the region.
This broad array of experts bringing their diverse expertise to bear on topics of religion and
philosophy is compelling evidence that the interdisciplinary study of philosophy and of religion exists
and is thriving in at least one part of Eastern Europe. Since the political and intellectual freedoms that
helped to bring about this community of liberal-minded scholars and their work are now found
throughout most of Eastern Europe, it seems likely that such interdisciplinary efforts can be found in
other Eastern European educational centers as well.
Michael S. Jones, PhD, associate editor, Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies
Mary M. Leder. My Life in Stalinist Russia: An American Woman Looks Back. Edited by Laurie
Bernstein, introduction by Laurie Bernstein and Robert Weinberg. (Bloomington and
Indianapolis, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 2001.) - reviewed by Robin Bisha.
Mary Leder’s engaging memoir chronicles the day-to-day life of an American-born Jewish
woman in the Soviet Union from the 1930s through the 1960s. Through Leder’s eyes readers see the
progression of the Soviet Union from an internationalist, workers’ paradise that welcomed Jews from
abroad to a land in which “anti-Semitism had become a way of life (335).” 
Leder’s experience raises in stark relief the religious fervor of Soviet communism. In this
respect the book is, perhaps, even more interesting than in its attention to the details of Russian and
Soviet anti-Semitism.  Leder’s descriptions of her own evolution from a “true believer” to a critic of
Soviet communism employ particularly religious language.  Her analysis of the evolving political
situation over the three decades she lived in the Soviet Union reveals a rhetoric that, if not religious,
borrows heavily from the vocabulary of religion. The language of faith is clear in her presentation of a
discussion with her father about his willingness to send his 16-year-old daughter to Moscow alone
[H]e replied, “We thought nothing bad could happen to you in a socialist country.”
Clearly, it was faith. (25)
At other times, Leder hears calls to communist vigilance that recall Christian exhortations to
resist the efforts of Satan to derail God’s plans (75-76). Committed Soviet communists, Leder included,
accepted these exhortations without demanding proof, as a matter of faith (48, 57, 133, 155, and others)
. Many held to their faith throughout the periods of mass arrests, exile, and executions.
As a foreigner in Soviet Russia, Leder spent much of her life living and working among
committed Communists from European countries and the United States. These people could easily be
seen as “true believers” who went to the U.S.S.R. to build utopia – or in religious terms, the kingdom of
God on earth. Unfortunately for such idealists, the Soviet government did not live up to the faith they
placed in it. Her reflections are politically aware and astute at the time the memoirs were composed; she
is painfully aware of her naïveté at the time this history was unfolding. In fact, she cites official Soviet
anti-Semitism as the primary reason for her disappointment with communism. She writes of her
disillusionment as a loss of faith (253, 254). 
Leder’s memoirs chronicle the ebb and flow of anti-Semitism from Stalin’s consolidation of
power through his death and the reforms that followed it. Upon arrival in Birobidzhan, the failed Soviet
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attempt to create a Jewish homeland in Siberia, in 1931, Leder’s parents (themselves emigrants from the
western territory of the Russian Empire) noted a marked improvement in relations between Russians and
Jews (15-17). However, Leder’s experience and that of her Jewish friends, reveals that the
rapprochement was only skin deep. First, the careful reader will note that Leder dates only Jews. Few
so-called mixed marriages are in evidence among her acquaintances. The Soviet government, even when
not following overtly anti-Semitic policies, grouped Jews together. For example, during the war, Leder’s
husband was billeted with a Jewish family (182). They insisted that she should indicate Jewish as her
nationality on her internal passport. When she used arguments to the contrary developed by Stalin and
Lenin to resist, the ethnic Russian officials still considered her insistence that her ethnicity was
American eccentric (61, 96). 
During the stressful period of World War II, Leder notes that “creeping anti-Semitism from
below” quickly bubbled up to the surface (252). Russians made openly anti-Semitic remarks to her; her
neighbors stole her things from the apartment she evacuated in Moscow, and the Jews of southern
Russian and Ukrainian towns feared pogroms if the Germans should take the area. On the official level,
news of Nazi policies and actions toward Jews were purposely kept from the Soviet population.
Unsuspecting Soviet Jews, therefore, did not know what was in store for them if they complied with
German orders, and many lost their lives because they did not flee the advancing German armies (193-
194, 241).
One aspect of Leder’s narrative deserves additional consideration by scholars. While the
literature on the Holocaust and mainstream histories of World War II provide numerous accounts of
Western liberators of the Jews from death camps, one rarely sees similar accounts on the part of Soviet
liberators. Leder’s husband, a Jew himself, wrote letters describing what he saw along the eastern front
(248-249). While this is but a small part of her narrative, it is intriguing.
Leder and the editors of the book provide the necessary historical context to understand the
events of her life and the swirl of events around her. This includes extensive notes on the American
political left and mainstream Soviet history. The editors recommend a few books for additional reading,
but the list is not extensive. 
Religion is more important to Leder’s observations near the end of her two and one half
decades of Soviet life. Prior to her recognition that anti-Semitism had not been overshadowed by
internationalism and her subsequent disillusionment with communism, Leder’s life story is more
interesting for those who are curious about the particulars of life in communal apartments, the foreign
community in Moscow, and the local mechanisms and effects of the purges on day-to-day life in the
Soviet capital. It is particularly useful for those interested in the life of Americans in the Soviet Union
where, as Leder writes, “To be Jewish in Soviet Russia was bad enough. But to be American was worse
(298).”
Robin Bisha, Assistant Professor of Communication Studies, Texas Lutheran University
